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Shinto Shrines and the Early-modern Local Community
IwAKI Takuji

This paper demonstrates the process by which a local community (the Suda estate),
whose bonds were reinforced by shrine rituals and festivals, abolished the medieval
federation of local overlords (zaichi ryoshu) and replaced it with a federation of
villages run by village officials, thus transforming the internal order of the commu-
nity.

In the medieval period the Suda Hachiman Shrine was the source of the spiritual
bond among the Suda ichizoku (lineage), who held ideological control over all the
people in the Suda estate through exclusive management and patronage of the shrine.
At that time, the Suda ichizoku, a consolidated group of families of the same lineage,
exclusively supported the Suda Hachiman Shrine.

In the Sengoku period, peasants and religious practitioners grew into forces that
rivaled the Suda ichizoku. Thus in the Suda estate area, there were three major social
groups—the Suda ichizoku, the shochui (consisting of village units of peasants), and
the zachii (clergy), but there was no authority or order powerful enough to oversee
them. In the following seventeenth century, the shochiéi emerged as the dominant
social power and controlled the entire local community. During that time, com-
munites were primarily organized according to agrarian principles.

The shochii made decisions after consultations among leaders (shdya) of the sixteen
villages that supported the Hachiman Shrine. And so, these village heads arbitrarily
ran the shochii in the seventeenth century. This began to change in the latter half of
the next century, when there emerged shochii sodai (“representatives of the shochii”)
who negotiated with the domain and other groups. The skdya, who represented their
villages, were thus constrained by the will of the sodai who led the peasants.

The clergy, included in the shach#@ in the seventeenth century, also organized their
own “associations” (nakama) and sought to attain legitimate status in the local
community. These moves by the clergy paved the way for the Suda estate community
governed by agrarian principles to shift toward mature communities that accorded
legitimate status to different social groups.
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